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Onchocerciasis is associated with a spectrum of cutaneous changes, ranging from clinically normal skin to acute and chronic pathology. An important aspect of disease expression may be the level of immune response to parasite antigens, which is likely to be regulated by MHC-encoded molecules. We therefore investigated HLA class I and class II phenotypes in Nigerian residents of an area endemic for onchocerciasis. All study subjects were carefully characterized for parasite load and skin pathology. Individuals with depigmentation had increased frequencies of DQA1*0501 and DQB1*0301 compared with persons with normal skin and high microfilarial load (NSHMF) (Odds Ratios 3.6 (95% CI 1.0 to 13.2) and 3.8 (1.0 to 15.2), respectively). Conversely, individuals with depigmentation had a decreased frequency of DQA1*0101 and Cw6 compared with NSHMF (Odds Ratios 0.2 (0.1 to 0.9) and 0.1 (0.02 to 0.8), respectively). When NSHMF subjects were examined by age, a further decrease in DQA1*0501 frequency and increase in DQA1*0101 frequency were observed in older NSHMF individuals. These results strongly suggest that there is an immunogenetic basis for the spectrum of cutaneous presentations in onchocerciasis and that HLA-DQ molecules are associated with the level of immune response to parasite antigens.